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Scientists Lend a Hand THE "WASHINGTON POST 

A Drunk Rooster Is a Good Mother 


By Phil Casey 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

Science has just found 
out that a drunken rooster 
is a mother. 

What it all means is un- 
clear, particularly in view of 
mounting evidence that 
booze has not improved the 
human father. 

The scientist who discov- 
ered that booze can make a 
rooster downright motherly 
is Joseph K. Kovach of the 
Menninger Foundation To- 
peka, Kan. 

1 A pilot study and a later 
five-day experiment showed 
that alcohol cannot only get 
a cock drunk, it can change 
him from a normal, casual, 
and sometimes fatal, father 
to a kindly, maternal male, 
whom chicks can look up to 
as a mother. 

Pleasure Calls 

A tiny dose of 33 per cent 
grain alcohol will do the 
trick. All you need then is a 
scientist to hold the rooster 


on his back by the beak 
while the new-born chicks 
cuddle against him for 30 
minutes. The ' chicks, who 
are sober, treat him just 
like a mother and they emit 
many “pleasure calls.” 

Then, the beak is released 
and the rooster gets up and 
staggers around and acts 
like a mother. Apparently 
the change is not complete 
and the rooster doesn’t 
move or gesture with the 
feminine flair of a hen, but 
he does act nice. 

All of five drunken cocks 
sheltered the chicks during 
the first night. Three of the 
five kept up this sheltering 
behavior and developed 
other “attributes of mater- 
nal behavior.” Two others 
gradually reverted to their 
natural, aggressive, unmoth- 
erly ways. , 

The maternal cocks were 
followed around by their 
chicks, but five sober cocks 
were impossible mothers. 
They allowed their chicks to 


die of exposure and three of 
them killed chicks. 

Old Custom 

The observations, said Ko- 
vach, reporting in the May 
12 issue of Science, t'he mag- 
azine of the American . As- 
sociation for the Advance- 
ment of Science, indicate 
that “maternal behavior in 
the cock is not directly de- 
pendent on hormonal mech- 
anisms . . . Our observa- 
tions show that once the 
initial avoidance and aggres- 
sive behavior is depressed 
by alcohol, and the cock ex- 
periences direct bodily con- 
tact with the chicks . . . 
maternal behavior may de- 
velop.” 

Kovach said he was led to 
these experiments by an old 
custom, prevalent among 
Hungarian farmers, of trans- 
ferring newly hatched 
chicks from the hen to a 
“drunken cock.” 

The farmers justified this, 
he said, on the grounds that 


the cock is better at defend- 
ing the chicks from preda- 
tors and the practice frees 
the hen to get back to .more 
profitable egg-laying. 

It turns out the Hunga- 
rians were on to something. 
Kovach’s chicks not only 
lived through the five-day 
study, they liked their sub- 
stitute mothers right to the 
end. 



